
Journalism 450 and the Heartland Project 

Instructor: Michelle Carr Hassler (mhassler3@unl.edu) 

Journalism 450, the senior-level capstone course for journalism majors, took on a new mission 

in the fall of 2014 by being part of a national grant designed to bring more attention to diversity 

issues in Nebraska. The College of Journalism and Mass Communications joined with the Ford 

Foundation, the Asian American Journalists Association and the National Lesbian and Gay 

Journalists Association to create the Heartland Project. 

The class focused its coverage for NewsNetNebraska, the college’s news website, on diversity in 

the following areas: 

 Access to health care 

 Economic recovery 

 Immigration 

 Domestic violence 

Our goal was to amplify voices that traditionally haven’t been heard – or heard very little – in 

the Nebraska media. And I believe we achieved that goal through the series of stories the 

students produced called “Turning the Corner: A Neighborhood in Transition,” which focused 

on a neighborhood in Lincoln that has undergone interesting demographic shifts and changes.  

Before students started the reporting project, however, they read and reflected on a variety of 

readings about how bias and stereotypes – as well as the state of the American newsrooms. They 

studied the stylebooks from the groups such as AAJA and NLGA and discussed their own biases 

and perceptions. Two speakers helped give perspective on Lincoln’s minority populations – 

Rebecca Gonzalez of Nebraska Appleseed, an advocacy group, and Beatty Brasch from the 

Center for People in Need.  And Heartland reporter Bobby Calvan acted as a valuable adviser 

throughout the semester – and gave a great presentation on interviewing. We also studied 

multimedia reporting projects, such as “The Hungry, D.C.,” produced by students at American 

University. 

Gathering story ideas 

During the first several weeks, students gathered story ideas that involved one or all of the four 

focus areas. Students were encouraged to hang out at “third places,” those places where people 

gather and often talk about things that are important to them – like diners, community centers, 

bingo halls or parks. In class we talked about how journalists with listening skills and a healthy 

curiosity could join in the conversation and tap the thinking of ordinary people.  

After several rounds of story ideas, students voted on the top five project ideas and choose to 

focus on the Everett neighborhood, a melting pot with interesting demographics and history. 

We started out with a very broad idea for the story project, based on the fact that the business 

center of the neighborhood was now called “Hispanics Corner.” Students were encouraged to 

spend some time simply talking to people to get an idea what the issues and concerns of the 
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community area. This turned out to be a great exercise because students began to feel 

comfortable spending time in the neighborhood – and residents started recognizing them. 

Refining the idea 

Once we got a better idea of issues, we refined the idea and decided to focus on the five areas:  

 The people. (Four of the students focused on doing short profiles on as many residents as 

we could find – with the intent being we could present a good cross-section of the diverse 

neighborhood.) 

 How what is happening in the Everett neighborhood is repeated throughout Lincoln.  

 The business district, which is bustling with the addition of several Hispanic businesses.  

 The efforts of the neighborhood association to improve the area.  

 The efforts of a bilingual liaison to act as a bridge between diverse groups.  

What worked; what didn’t 

I would have done some things differently. Number one: Start earlier on the project. I think with 

a week or two more reporting, we could have reached some more conclusions in the reporting. 

For example, we discovered that no one in the city is really paying attention to neighborhoods 

and their challenges. That is an angle we could have pursued had we discovered it later. And we 

hypothesized that the neighborhood might be making a comeback because of the influence of 

the Hispanic business people and residents. But we ran out of time to explore that point more 

fully. 

One of the struggles I had was articulating the vision for the project. Once I encountered the 

initial story idea, I knew exactly what we had and a clear idea what it could be. But that vision 

was sometimes difficult to explain – and for the students to grasp. The proposed stories were 

not typical news stories – and the type of reporting required was not run-of-the-mill. It required 

students to think differently about how to write and report – and I think this might have been 

frustrating for them at times.  

My original goal was to work on a group project for part of the semester and then have them do 

individual stories. They had some great ideas, which you can see here and here. But 

unfortunately, the project ended up taking the entire semester. I was fine with that, but some of 

the students said they were disappointed because they wanted to pursue individual stories, too.   

One of the students told me he was taking his list of ideas to the Lincoln Journal Star, where he 

would be interning in the spring. So that was heartening! 

Goal met 

In the end, despite some glitches here and there – and a few regrets – I think the project turned 

out well and, as I mentioned earlier, achieved the goal of telling the story of a neighborhood that 

is often overlooked and ignored.  

I have always tried to incorporate inclusive assignments in my courses, but teaching this course 

solidified that practice and made me even more committed. For the spring semester, I found 
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additional ways to infuse my reporting courses with assignments to help my students overcome 

biases and develop new perspectives. And I have shared the awesome text – “Overcoming Bias,” 

by Sue Ellen Christian – with anyone who would listen. The teacher of our ethics class, which 

has 120 students, has adopted it, and several other faculty members are using assignments from 

it. 

I felt – and still feel – invigorated from teaching the class. I think the success of the course has 

helped all of us see how important it is to open the eyes of our students to diversity issues while 

also opening the eyes of our community.   

Awards 

The series has been entered in two competitions: the Society of Professional Journalists student 

competition and the Northwest Broadcast News Association student competition. It is a 

candidate for inclusion in the upcoming multimedia team competition in the Hearst Journalism 

Awards. Additional competitions may be entered as well; we will keep you posted. 

Excerpts from student reflections 

What did you learn about covering diverse communities? 

 

 Interviewing people from diverse communities is not as scary as it first appears. People 

are actually very open and the barriers are not insurmountable. I learned that people 

want to share their stories as they feel they are often overlooked in the traditional news 

media. They often have strong opinions and interesting insights about Lincoln because 

they come from places of conflict and poverty. They are happy to be here regardless of 

what might not be perfect in their lives.  

 

 It is important to get a variety of sources. Diverse sources. Things aren’t always as they 

appear on the surface. I was always adamant about interviewing people but this class has 

really prepared me in this area. I am much more confident now with my interviewing 

skills than I was prior to this class. 

 

 I learned that it takes a lot of time and effort to cover diverse neighborhoods in a way 

that is accurate and original. I learned that the best way to get your foot in the door is to 

go to that community and hang out so you get a feel for the community as well as meet 

and talk to people living there. 

 

 Not treating people differently just because they are different from you.  

 

 Language barriers are surpassable. Be persistent and build trust. 

 

How has your reporting changed as a result of this class? 

 This class forced me to acknowledge that I often avoided interviewing people who did 

not look like me. In Mississippi, I interviewed mostly African-Americans. I became 

comfortable doing that. However, I still tried to avoid interviewing or approaching 



Latinos because I was worried about the language barrier. I don’t speak Spanish. So I 

avoided all Latinos. This is incredibly ignorant and slightly racist. I see that now. And 

while it’s not something you ever want to admit about yourself, there’s no time like the 

present to do it. 

 

 I’m more aware of potential social barriers and knowledgeable about how to get past 

them. 

 

 I feel more willing to approach people who are not my color. Beforehand, I’ve been 

nervous about the language barrier. 

 

 My interview skills have definitely improved. I saw many examples of myself going out of 

my comfort zone and reaching certain goals. 

Top things learned in the class: 

 I learned how under-represented journalists of color are in newsrooms. I also learned 

how easy it is to let biases show through in your writing and ways to get rid of those 

biases. And I learned the challenges of covering a diverse neighborhood as part of a 

team. 

 

 I learned that Lincoln is more complex that it appears. I had no idea this city was 

changing so quickly or that there was such a large Latino community. It was amazing to 

me that Latinos are not reflected in the local news media. 

 

 I learned that barriers of covering Nebraska’s diversity are not insurmountable. In fact, it 

can be as simple as sitting down and asking to hear someone’s story.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


